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APPLEGATE PROSPECTORS 
By Bruce Matheny 


Bill Fruit was a real Applegate prospector and he was my “twin”, 60 years to the day 
older than J. Bill used to be invited to share our supper table when he was working a ciaim near 
our house. My sister and I were fascinated by this balding old man in the faded blue overalls. 

When my sister and I complained about washing up for supper, Bill would splash water 
over his baldhead and exclaim, “If you had as much face to wash as I do then you would have 
something to complain about!” 

Bill was one of those rugged men who helped explore the West. He would pack a 
wheelbarrow on his back to the top of one of the peaks and start drilling a hole down through 
the solid rock, following an elusive vein of gold-bearing quartz. After gathering a wheelbarrow 

@ load of ore he would laboriously trundle it down the mountain to a stream to pan it out. 

The whole Applegate area is full of “prospect holes,” many of which were scratched out 
by Bill. “Found a chrome deposit up there above Copper,” he confided to me one day. 

“How do you find a pocket? Well, when you find color, you sample both directions 
across the slope until you run out of color. Move about ten yards up the slope and repeat the 
process. Mark the last place you find color. Move up the slope another ten yards and check 
across the slope again. Now draw a line up the slope, connecting the end points of the 
prospecting lines. The point where they intersect is the location of the pocket.” 

Information like this was offered on the bench outside the Sunnyside Store in the early 
30's and soaked up by many of the young boys who always listened to the grizzled old men who 
gathered there. 

Many an hour was passed with me listening to tales of how the country used to be and of 
the individuals who spent their lives looking for that rich “strike.” Old Abe Crombley was one, 
and with his partner used to prospect for pockets. “You can throw away ten thousand dollars in 
a single shovelful, so you have to pan every one.” When Abe and his partner found a pocket 
they would turn it in for twenty-dollar gold pieces and then take an auger and bore holes in 
madrone tree roots, filling these with the newly minted gold pieces. 

“Fe don’t know where mine is, and I don’t know where his is,” old Abe would confide to 
his close friends. 

“One time Abe was commissioned to go into Nevada to help a large mining corporation 
find a lost vein. “I could see right away what had happened,” he chuckled. “That mountain had 
slipped” (a fault). “Anyone with an eye could have seen it! Anyway, they were chauffeuring me 
around in that big car and feeding me, so I made it look good. For two days I had them drive me 


out on the opposite side of that canyon and I sat there all day a studyin’ that hillside. Finally, I 
told them where to sink their shaft and they brought me back home.” 

When Abe and his partner passed away their claim was torn apart, literally, by a distant & 
cousin searching for the cache they were known to have. The only gold found were a few 
twenty-dollar gold pieces stacked in an augured hole in one of the rafter beams. 

Too bad that these hardy old men are no longer here to enthrall my boys with their tales 
of the rugged early days of the Applegate. 


Editor’s Note 
Bruce Matheny reminisces about two old Applegate prospectors whom he knew as a boy 
in the 1930’s. Bruce, his sister Marla, their dad O.W. (“Stub”) Matheny, and mother Jessie lived 
on Long Gulch in a house referred to as Slabtown, up the hill behind Fred Offenbacher’s ranch. 


Bill Fruit was in his sixties when Bruce knew him, but as a young man Bill was the first 
Forest Service Ranger in the Upper Applegate drainage. “Fruit Mountain, a peak on the ridge 
between the Middle Fork and Butte Fork of the Applegate River, was named for him circa 
1908.”* 


* Jeff LaLande 1980 


Prehistory and History of the Rogue River National Forest, Forest Service USDA, 
Medford, Oregon. 


The photos were taken later, circa 1951, in front of the Sunnyside Store at Ruch (store 
visible in background). In photo #1, posed in front of Bruce's ?37 Ford coupe, are Bill Fruit, 
Bruce Matheny, and Jessie Matheny (Bruce’s mother). In the second photo is O.W. Matheny 
(Bruce’s father), Bill Fruit and Jessie Matheny. It was hunting season and they were taking an 
ice cream break at Sunnyside. (Looks like Bill Fruit was taking a beer break!) 
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Hope this finds everyone having a nice summer and that you are keeping cool. 

Things have been busy in the Applegate area. The school held their annual duck race on 
June 9" and had a very nice turn out. The new Library is starting to take shape. Eden’s Gate is 
adding a catering business. They held a retirement party for Mrs. Judy Crowe. She taught at 
Applegate School since 1978. She will be deeply missed. There was a nice turnout of former 
students and friends to wish her well. Peggy is keeping the museum grounds in tiptop shape. 

The next meeting will be Saturday July 20, 2002 at 10:00 A.M. at the Museum. 

Remember any of you that have something that you'd like to display, give Peggy a call, 
as she’d love to hear from you. Her phone number is 846 - 6392. Stop by when you have a 
chance and see all the work she’s done. Looks great! 

@ I want to thank Bruce and Alice Matheny for this month’s story. I love to get some from 
the rest of you. No I don’t need a picture but if you have one that’s great. If you send a picture 
I'll make sure you get it back as the copy comes out clearer from the photo. You can send them 
to the PO Box. 

We still have lots of quilt raffle tickets left. 1- $1.00 or 6- $5.00. The drawing will be in 
November at the annual meeting. 

Don’t forget to bring your lawn chairs to the meeting on the 20". 

Stay healthy and cool and I'll see you at the meeting. 


Barbara Niedermeyer 
AVHS Sect. / Tres. 


